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Marios Polyzogopoulos and Dimitris Pliagkos, directors, Shadow on the Soul. 2016. 94 mins. 
Vassilis Loules, director, Kisses to the Children. 2012. 112 mins. 
Kostas Kalantzis, director, Dowsing the Past: Materialities of Civil War Memories. 2014. 47 
mins. 
Stavroula Toska, director, Beneath the Lemon Tree. 2015. 76 mins. 
 
The importance of film as a medium for imparting knowledge and affect, thus contributing to 
or even creating a social memory of historical events, is widely acknowledged (Berger 2007). 
As films, museums, and the press shape the popular understanding of the past, the 
engagement of academia with such modes of transmission of historical knowledge becomes 
imperative. The four historical films reviewed here all make references to major events of 
twentieth-century Greece, the memory and current understanding of those events, and their 
connections to today’s Greece. For those who know little about Greek history, these films 
provide an introduction to three traumatic episodes with long-term repercussions: the 1922 
Asia Minor Disaster that led to the mandated Greco-Turkish population exchange which 
created at least 1.5 million refugees; the Holocaust; and the Greek Civil War. As I cannot 
claim any expertise as a film critic, I feel I have to make it clear from the start that my 
perspective is that of the historian. Nevertheless, I also review these films as someone who 
has an increasing interest in how histories are taught, internalized, and ultimately 
remembered.  
For the most part, documentaries bring to the screen the words, voices, emotions, and 
personalities of individuals who lived through the studied events. This manner of presentation 
is an engaging and much more immediate way of learning, one that can particularly reach 
children. However, the immediacy of film and testimonies can also create prosthetic 
memories. All four films reviewed here bring together in distinct ways issues of collective 
and individual memory, addressing very painful aspects of Greek history. While the 
Holocaust has rarely been addressed in the Greek context (the only case I am aware of is the 
2013 film, The Longest Journey: The Last Days of the Jews of Rhodes, directed by Ruggero 
Gabbai), the other subjects have been dealt with in both Greek and non-Greek cinema, as 
well as in historical documentaries. Shadow on the Soul deals with the 1922 refugees and 
their legacy, both in Greece and in Turkey. Experts interviewed in the film, including the 
eminent scholars Renée Hirschon and Dimitris Kamouzis, focus on the social issues 
concerning the arrival and settlement of the refugees in Greece and Turkey. They identify and 
elaborate on the friction between the host population and the newcomers, as well as the 
names that the latter were called by the former: “Turkish-seed” in Greece; “Greek-seed” in 
Turkey. It is bewildering to hear the Turkish descendants of the exchanged population mix 
Greek and Turkish words while speaking today—nearly 100 years after the event—a stark 
reminder of a past when the two languages and peoples inhabited the same spaces.  
The refugees and their descendants interviewed in the film talk about the hunger, the 
disease, and the high mortality rate among the refugees following their arrival in Greece. But 
they also speak about the conviviality of the refugees, their passion for life, singing, and 
makeshift celebratory gatherings. We are told about the shanty towns that were initially 
erected in the greater Athens area and how they lacked running water in the early days and 
did not have a central sewage system until the 1970s. It should be pointed out that these 
deficiencies applied to most impoverished areas within Greece at the time and were not 
exclusive to refugee areas. The extensive use of credit when purchasing food from local 
grocers is mentioned; this too was not specific to refugees, but more of an attribute of the 
Greek urban poor.  
It is interesting and rare to see in a documentary the differentiation that is made 
between Pontic Greeks (Pontioi) and Asia Minor refugees. With around 17% of the refugees 
originating from Pontus, the area on the southeastern coast of the Black Sea, according to the 
1928 census, this is something rarely mentioned or emphasized in Greek historiography, 
where the term Asia Minor is almost exclusively used. Even here, the Mayor of Nikaia talks 
about his grandmother’s cooking and his family’s visit to the ancestral homes in Pontus—that 
is, uniting themes rather than referring to elements that differentiated the Pontioi from the rest 
of the refugees.  
While the opinions of experts and the descendants of refugees are expected and 
welcomed, it is rather unexpected (to non-Greeks at least) that two priests were also 
interviewed. As neither of them specifies that he is a descendant of refugees, I can only 
assume that they are both interviewed as experts, something that they clearly are not. It is 
difficult to understand why we need to be told by a priest that there was no «συνωστισμός» 
(overcrowding) at the Smyrna harbor, a poignant reference to the 2006–2007 controversy 
over the revision of the primary school history text-book proposed by historians that led to its 
withdrawal (Liakos 2008). In this case, should imams not also be interviewed to offer their 
opinion? Is a documentary constructed to offer opinions rather than informed arguments? 
Maybe I will agree with the aphorism of one of the priests—“We do need to know our history 
so that we do not repeat the same mistakes”— even if for me the history of the refugees does 
not start in 1922 but earlier. Maybe children in Greece should also be taught all the differing 
arguments as to why the Greek Army was in Asia Minor in the first place. 
Kisses to the Children differs from the other films reviewed here in that its director, 
Vassilis Loules, is a professional with some impressive earlier contributions to the genre of 
historical documentaries. This is another significant work that deserves not only the attention 
of the widest possible audiences but also, and perhaps most of all, that of Greek 
schoolchildren. This is an incredibly difficult story to tell: the Holocaust of the Greek Jews 
who were virtually eliminated by Germans in the 1940s and forgotten by Greeks until very 
recently. The interviewees—or should I say the protagonists—are all survivors who at the 
time were very young but have strong, vivid recollections artfully elicited by the director. 
They all have an individual story to tell, and they do so masterfully. We hear how these 
individuals from Thessaloniki, Ioannina, Crete, and Athens managed to survive, all with the 
help of Greeks who were willing to endanger their own lives and those of their families. We 
do hear something—though very little—about those Greeks who betrayed Jews to the 
German authorities; this is only secondary, however, to the positive story of assistance and 
compassion. Although we never hear or see the director, the interviewees’ narrations follow 
similar themes: the fight for survival during the latter years of occupation; the survivor’s guilt 
and individual ways of coping with it; the hatred for those who were responsible for their 
plight or even the lack of such hatred. What unites those Holocaust survivors is that they all 
remained in Greece during the 1940s but also thereafter. In that sense, they are exceptional. 
They do not belong among those who were removed to concentration camps, survived, and 
returned to Greece, where they had to face legal battles in order to regain access to their 
family’s property. Neither do they belong among those who left Greece to start a new life in 
Israel. (It would be an interesting project to compare Kisses to the Children to a film where 
the protagonists are Greek Jews who moved to Israel. I suspect their remembering may be 
significantly different.) In short, this is an excellent historical documentary. Considering how 
little students in Greek schools learn about this chapter of Greek history, the showing of this 
film is a must for Greek schools.  
Dowsing the Past: Materialities of Civil War Memories focuses on the journey of two 
informants, Christos and Vassilis, from Neo Monasteri in the plain of Thessaly to the 
Museum of National Resistance in Rentina. The two protagonists—the one quiet and 
thoughtful, the other bubbly and outspoken—are accompanied by the anthropologist and 
director Kostas Kalantzis and his mostly invisible cameraman. The film captures the 
interactions of the director with the two informants and his gentle but crucial questioning. 
The reason for their 60-kilometer journey by car is that both informants lost siblings during 
the civil war, and they were keen to trace these siblings’ biographies and learn more about 
their lives as fighters. During the journey, details of their siblings’ involvement with the 
resistance and the civil war are revealed, but also details of their own lives and the precarious 
conditions of occupied and liberated Greece. Neither of the two informants seems to fit into a 
clearly leftist or rightist background. Vassilis’s father, for example, was supporting the right, 
while his brother fought for the left. The village does not seem to have taken a unified 
political stance, either.  
What the film portrays superbly is the coexistence of a unified, unifying, enforced, 
and simplistic—I would even dare say official—collective memory of the resistance 
movement during the occupation (what the protagonists and the museum attendant refer to as 
the first guerrilla warfare) as opposed to the diverging and divisive one of the postliberation 
civil war (what the protagonists call the second guerrilla warfare). The museum attendant is 
clearly the mouthpiece of the official, unifying collective memory on the resistance. 
“Everyone lost someone. The times were like that. . . You are not the only one who lost 
someone,” he replies to Christos when the latter mentions that two of his siblings died in the 
civil war. Having internalized the rhetoric of a unified and patriotic resistance, the informants 
themselves quickly and unequivocally respond to the director’s question whether their 
siblings were communists. “They were Greek citizens, both of my siblings,” they state, with 
the attendant’s explanation that there “were no communists back then.” The museum 
attendant clarifies that the museum does not hold any material from the civil war, but only 
from “the first phase of the guerrilla warfare.” Since the area was a stronghold of EAM 
(National Liberation Front), it is needless to say that the museum only holds material related 
to EAM/ELAS (National Popular Liberation Army) and has nothing about other resistance 
groups. This unifying sense of heroic resistance against the occupiers that was forcefully 
articulated in the 1980s seems to have taken hold through the media and other public forums 
(Greek schools also teach this version of history), leading both informants, who were 10 
years old in 1944, to declare that “we were all [in the] national resistance.” Such simplistic 
representations of history as the one offered by the museum are dangerous; people grow up 
actually believing these representations and advocating for them, too. 
To some extent, it may be the young age of the informants at the time of the 
occupation and the lack of actual memories and understanding of what was happening before 
1944 that is partly responsible for their internalization of this version of history. However, for 
the post-1944 situation, they do have individual memories, and they do question some of 
these common beliefs. For example, Christos clarifies that, while his brother voluntarily 
joined the resistance during occupation, he was forcibly enlisted by the guerrillas in the 
poswar period. Vassilis confirmed a similar story for his brother, adding that it was only after 
his forced enlistment that he became a staunch communist. Both informants strongly 
disapproved of the enlisting of very young children depicted in the museum photos.  
The film finishes in a coffee-shop at Neo Monasteri, where the group is joined by 
others, including an articulate and confident middle-aged informant (possibly a teacher) with 
strong “memories” of the resistance, who further reinforced the clear “split” of the 1940s 
between the good, patriotic, honorable, and home-grown resistance from the bad, unpatriotic, 
and foreign-led civil war. The English become the main culprit, pitting Greek against Greek 
and—repeating the much-retold myth—parachuting left boots to the rightists and right boots 
to the leftists, thus if not instigating, at the very least sustaining the civil war. The director of 
the film is ever present in the film, engaging with his informants and asking pertinent 
questions when needed. His questions navigate the story unfolding in the film but also allow 
us to understand the beliefs and attitudes of the informants along with their interpretations of 
the past.   
The final film reviewed, Under the Lemon Tree, presents the story of a young Greek-
American woman, Stavroula Toska, who finds out that her grandmother was imprisoned 
during the Greek Civil War in the post-1945 period. Feeling aggrieved for neither being told 
by her mother nor being taught about the civil war at school, she is determined to find out as 
much as possible about the imprisoned women, their lives, and their traumas. As her attempt 
to learn more from her mother essentially fails, she embarks on researching and making the 
film. We see the director meeting formerly imprisoned women, eating the food they offer her, 
traveling with them to the places they were imprisoned, and hearing their stories, both past 
and present. What we never get in this film is the critical questioning of what is said by the 
women or by the various commentators. For example, one of the interviewed women 
mentioned that as soon as they had arrived at the prison, Roza Imvrioti gathered four or five 
of them and told them that they will write the history of their imprisonment because 
otherwise their keepers “will write the history as they want it.” No comment is made upon the 
fact that the young women wrote journals under the close direction and guidance of Imvrioti, 
who “oversaw the whole writing project,” told them “what elements” to include, “corrected” 
them, and recommended what they “should add or take out.” Another imprisoned informant 
confesses to the torture she had to endure but is unable to answer the question of how she 
reacted, replying instead that she “found out from books” about her reactions to the torture.  
The director rightly complains about the woefully inadequate history books used at 
school. As the narrator of the film, however, she too presents a simplistic and one-sided 
(hi)story, where during Greece’s occupation by Germans, Italians, and Bulgarians, “ordinary 
citizens joined forces leading to the formation of the resistance movement. Leaders of the two 
largest resistance parties united to form the National Liberation Front . . . [and] soon they 
were joined by other resistance groups.” She forgets to mention that some of those who 
joined had no choice. Furthermore, we are told the same unifying story of universal 
resistance, where all were “united against the Germans and their Greek collaborators.” While 
some historians do believe the above accounts, many do not. It would be much more helpful 
if the director juxtaposed or at least mentioned the different ideas and understandings of 
various historians rather than presenting us with a one-dimensional interpretation of history.    
What is very difficult to comprehend is the way in which the current situation in 
Greece is linked with what happened in Greece in the 1940s. We are told that issues such as 
corruption “are major consequences of the civil war and the 1940s,” implying that corruption 
did not exist prior to 1940! Someone could add to the assertion that “many of the issues we 
are dealing with today are the same issues we’ve been dealing since the 1940s” the fact that 
these were the same issues Greece was dealing with well before the 1940s. Simply put, Greek 
history does not start in 1940. The director does not seem to have learned much about her 
family history, partly because her mother was not willing to reveal much. Much of the 
mother’s trauma seems to have emanated from the fact that she was sent as a servant at the 
age of nine to a family that treated her rather harshly. The mother’s relationship with her own 
mother was not a good one, and the blame for this was put on the latter’s prison experience.  
Looking at all four films, the emerging message is strong: films have a lot to offer in 
expanding and improving the public understanding of history. However, films should be an 
additional source to the history taught at schools—and this needs to be taught well. It is 
imperative that neither textbooks nor films should be one dimensional, no matter what 
dimension that is. Rather they should introduce difficult subjects, teach children and adults 
that there are diverse points of view, and present the multitude of voices that need to be heard 
and discussed. History should not be a monologue, but a dialogue, whether presented in 
books or films.  
 VIOLETTA HIONIDOU 
Newcastle University, UK 
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